
ENG 401: Thematic Topics in Literature &
Composition

Welcome to senior English! Together we will be exploring the role of thematic topics in
storytelling and the use of traditional and non-traditional genres in the shaping of a culture.
Throughout the course, we will delve into social topics as well as our own identities. The
summer reading and writing assignments will lay the foundation for the work we will begin in
earnest come August. Be sure to start early and not leave the work to the last minute.

Read:
Course texts:

● PURCHASE: “A Room of One’s Own” by Virginia Woolf (Mariner Books Edition)
o Purchase Here

● Provided Readings: "Letter from the Birmingham Jail" by Martin Luther King (letter)
and "On Self-Respect" by Joan Didion (essay)

One choice text from the list below:
**Parents and students are encouraged to research individual choice texts, as the content varies.**
Common Sense Media (www.commonsensemedia.com), Goodreads (www.goodreads.com), and
Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.com) are excellent resources to consult and will help in determining if
the content of a text aligns with your family’s individual media guidelines. If you are unsure of
what book you may enjoy, ask a member of the English Department—we love talking about
books, and can recommend a text from this list based on your interests! Parents are encouraged to
read the texts in tandem with their child, as this creates the opportunity for dialogue about what
they are reading and how they are responding to the texts.

● Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf
● Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro
● Outlawed by Anna North
● The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood (Content Warnings: Sexual Assault and

Depictions of Death by Suicide)
● The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Faces by Wes Moore
● There, There by Tommy Orange (Content Warnings: Graphic Violence and Depictions

of Gun Violence)
Write:

● Type-written answer to the questions included with the short readings below. Please
quote the text to support your answers. Reference paragraph numbers in your citations.
MLA format required.

● Bring at least one complete college application essay. This essay needs to be a
different and new topic from the essay you wrote during your junior year. I’ve
provided an outline and resource links below to help you get started.

***Academic Integrity: As with every class assignment, all summer reading work

should be original – do not consult online resources, or collaborate with peers on this

assignment. Give yourself plenty of time to complete this assignment in a thoughtful

and thorough manner. I am interested in your original thoughts and ideas, not another

person’s insights or observations.***

https://www.amazon.com/Room-Ones-Own-Annotated/dp/0156030411/ref=sr_1_5?dchild=1&keywords=a+room+of+one%27s+own&qid=1620423217&sr=8-5
http://www.commonsensemedia.com
http://www.goodreads.com
http://www.wikipedia.com


A SOLID COLLEGE ESSAY OUTLINE

Overview: Below is my recommended outline for drafting your college essay if you’re feeling
stuck. PLEASE NOTE: THIS IS JUST ONE EXAMPLE for organizing your essay. For great
examples of different college essay hooks and structures, go to this link below. It gives an
analysis of what each essay does well and what admissions committee members thought about
them! https://apply.jhu.edu/essays-that-worked-2022/

____________________________________________________________________________
● BEFORE YOU WRITE: Brainstorm the thesis/life lesson you’ll build towards

throughout the essay This is NOT the first sentence in your essay, but instead, it will be
evident throughout your essay. Essentially, every paragraph in your essay should be building up or
connecting to this life lesson in some way. You want to organize your essay around a life lesson
that you’ve learned to show colleges that you’re prepared for the future because you’ve carefully
reflected on where you’ve been. Pin it to the top of your draft/brainstorm notes so you remember to
focus on it throughout. 

Write your own life lesson/college essay thesis here:
____________________________________________________________________________

● Paragraph 1: Opening Image/Hook: The opening image of a college essay is key to
getting your essay off to a strong start. Basically, this is where you’ll put the reader in your
own shoes by using sensory details that bring them into a certain moment of your life.

● Paragraph 2: Topic overview/introduction: This is what most of students want
instinctively write as their first paragraph, but instead, you’ll put this paragraph after your
opening image. This second paragraph is where you’ll explain what’s happening in that
opening image and why it’s important to understanding the life-lesson behind your college
essay narrative.

****Paragraphs 3-5 will vary in number and subject matter depending on your topic. If you’re
talking about a variety of experiences under 1 life lesson, then remember that 3 examples is
generally ideal. This structure is for someone who’s really zooming in on one life experience.***

● Paragraph 3: What you were like at the start of your experience

● Paragraph 4: Your personal growth paragraph: This is where you go into the change
that the experience spurred in your life. Like your opening paragraph, you will want to
highlight this paragraph with a lot of sensory details to bring the reader through that
experience with you.

● Paragraph 5: The end result of your personal growth experience (you can combine this
with your conclusion paragraph below or keep it separate). This paragraph is where it’s
most tasteful/natural for students to highlight any particular achievements/accolades that
they want the admissions director to notice.

● Paragraph 6: Conclusion/Life Lesson paragraph You will have hinted at your life
lesson in the other parts of your essay, but here is where you will directly state that
lesson for your reader. The paragraph should focus on what you learned and how it’s
prepared you for the future.

https://apply.jhu.edu/essays-that-worked-2022/


Exploring the Text: “A Room of One’s Own” Questions

Source:
“Discussion Questions for ‘A Room of One’s Own,” Chapters 1-3.” MIT OpenCourseWare,

Spring 2001, www.ocw.mit.edu/courses/literature/21l-701-literary-interpretation
virginia-woolfs-shakespeare-spring-2001/assignments/MIT21L_701S01_quest.pdf.
Accessed 7 May 2021.

______________________________________________________________________________

1.) How does Woolf use physical spaces, and her narrator’s movement through them, to
advance her “argument”?

2.) Can you describe Woolf’s style of sentence writing? How do the poetic techniques of
imagery and metaphor contribute to her essay?

3.) [T]he questions above…have referred to Woolf[;]Who is the “I” in her essay?

4.) With which statements did you agree? Disagree? How does your own historical situation
affect your responses?

5.) How does she illustrate the connection between material conditions, sensations, and the
psyche or subjectivity? Where does she locate the soul?

6.) What corrodes an artist’s confidence? How is this gendered?
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